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"DISTORTED FUNCTION" 
IN MATERIAL ASPECTS OF  CULTURE^ 
W. F. H. Nicolaisen 
The claim of t he  New York Times t h a t  it 
conta ins  " A l l  t h e  News That ' s  F i t  t o  P r i n t "  may 
sound t o  some l i k e  an exaggerated boas t  d i f f i c u l t  
t o  s u s t a i n  i n  t h e  con tex t s  of i t s  pages. Be t h a t  
as it may, t h e  fol lowing s h o r t  i t em p r i n t e d  i n  
t h e  e d i t i o n  of Thursday, 18 J u l y  1974, can 
hard ly  have been included because of i t s  news- 
worthiness  although it provides  a  f i t t i n g  i n t r o -  
duct ion t o  t h e  t o p i c  I wish t o  d i s c u s s ;  under 
t h e  heading "Rain Gu t t e r s  f o r  P l an te r s "  it 
r e  ads : 
LONG BEACH, C a l i f .  - White aluminum 
i n d u s t r i a l  r a i n  g u t t e r s  m'ake good p l a n t e r s  
f o r  t e r r a c e s ,  porches o r  even indoors .  
Charles 0.  Hardy, w r i t i n g  i n  Modern 
Maturi ty ,  says  t h e  f  ive-inch wide f ive -  
inch  deep m a t e r i a l  can be bought i n  
varying l eng ths  and used t o  hold  smal l  
po t t ed  p l a n t s  a t  whatever h e i g h t  is  con- 
venien t  f o r  t h e  gardener .  
This b r i e f  no te  s e r v e s  a s  a  s u i t a b l e  i n i t i a l  
i l l u s t r a t i o n  of our  s u b j e c t  mat te r :  t h e  
secondary use of a  f o l k - c u l t u r a l  i t em f o r  
purposes o t h e r  than  t h e  one f o r  which it w a s  
p r imar i ly  designed and manufactured, and t h e  
motivat ion behind such use. In  c a l l i n g  t h i s  
s h i f t  i n  usage,  t h a t  i s  t o  s ay ,  r a i n  g u t t e r  
used a s  p l a n t e r ,  d i s t o r t e d  func t ion ,  I am 
borrowing a  term sometimes employed i n  t h e  
l i n g u i s t i c s  a n a l y s i s  of l i t e r a t u r e ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  of p o e t r y ,  when eva lua t ing ,  f o r  
ins tance  , t h e  degree of audac i ty  d isp layed  
i n  t h e  reshaping of "normal" language f o r  
p o e t i c  purposes,  a  process  which may a f f e c t  
not  only phonological but  a l s o  morphological, 
l e x i c a l ,  semantic, and s y n t a c t i c  l i n g u i s t i c  
s t r u c t u r i n g ,  the  yards t ick  being some a b s t r a c t ,  
and perhaps wholly imaginary, notion of 
"ordinary" prose usage. 2 
"Distort ion" i n  such an ana lys i s ,  a s  i n  
t h i s  discussion,  has no negative connotations 
but  simply means a de l ibe ra te  and s t r a t e g i c  
s h i f t  away from "ordinary" usage, more o f t en  
than no t  t o  convey s p e c i a l  meaning, although 
sometimes simply t o  de l igh t  f o r  i t s  own sake. 
"Function," on the  o ther  hand, may be under- 
s tood a s  the  purposeful ,  appropriate,  and 
e f f e c t i v e  use of an i tem i n  proper f u l f i l l m e n t  
of p r a c t i c a l  needs. 
While, of necess i ty ,  our i l l u s t r a t i o n s  a r e  
going t o  be more o r  l e s s  contemporary, the re  i s  
no doubt t h a t  people have reused durable p a r t s  
of otherwise broken-down equipment f o r  many 
centur ies  a s  p a r t  of a campaign of t h r i f t i n e s s  
imposed by circumstances a s  wel l  a s  by outlook. 
Often t h i s  behavior meant repeated usage f o r  
the  same primary purpose but  not  inf requent ly  a 
new, secondary use was found f o r  the item of 
ma te r i a l  i n  question. Although such new usage 
might well  be c lose ly  r e l a t e d  t o  the  o r i g i n a l  
one, the re  appears t o  be no l i m i t  t o  t h e  
imagination i n  t h i s  respect ,  a s  I discovered 
f o r  myself i n  1958 i n  the  Hebridean i s l and  of 
North U i s t ,  where I noticed no t  only o ld  
harrows, both wooden and metal ,  clamped i n t o  v 
the roofs of houses t o  hold t h e  tha tch  down but  
a l s o  an upturned leaking boat  converted i n t o  
a hen-house. Both these  funct ional  conversions 
were obviously makeshift and no t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  
p leas ing t o  the  eye, but  they served t h e i r  
purposes admirably. They might therefore  well  
be termed predominantly "p rac t i ca l "  d i s t o r t i o n s ,  
s ince ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  the  eye of the  i n v e s t i g a t o r ,  
they appear t o  be almost t o t a l l y  non-decorative, 
indeed not  a t  a l l  p leasant  from an a e s t h e t i c  
point  of view. Such c h i e f l y  "p rac t i ca l "  re-use 
is  obviously almost always d i c t a t e d  by economic 
considerat ions,  a s  well  a s  by the  problem of 
d isposal .  
Perhaps the  most numerous group of items 
f a l l s  within the  category which might be 
labeled " p r a c t i c a l  - and decorat ive.  "3 
Typical of t h i s  c l a s s  would be the  widespread 
use of empty wine-bott les ,  e spec ia l ly  of t h e  
Mediterranean v a r i e t y ,  a s  lampstands. However, 
j u s t  a s  representa t ive  a r e ,  a t  l e a s t  i n  the  
eas tern  United S t a t e s ,  the  frequently seen milk- 
cans which, s ince  they a r e  no longer needed t o  
contain and t r anspor t  milk, were found t o  be 
exce l l en t  por table  l e t t e r b o x  suppor ts ,  once it 
had become necessary t o  provide these  items a t  
the  roadside a t  a convenient he ight  f o r  
motorized mailmen. In the  f i r s t  ins tance ,  milk- 
cans a re  l i k e l y  t o  have been l e f t  over from t h e  
days of milk-producing farm l i f e  with i t s  own 
t r a d i t i o n a l  ways of milk c o l l e c t i o n ,  and there-  
fore  appear i n  what one may consider t o  be 
t h e i r  n a t u r a l  s e t t i n g .  There a re  thousands of 
such milk-cans catching t h e  t r a v e l e r ' s  eye on 
the  r u r a l  routes  of ups ta te  New York, f o r  
example, and t h e r e  i s  c e r t a i n l y  nothing 
dramatic about t h e i r  secondary funct ion ,  which 
seems t o  be verging on the  purely p r a c t i c a l ,  
though undoubtedly the  shape of a milk-can 
was a l s o  found t o  be a e s t h e t i c a l l y  pleasing by 
those who pu t  it t o  new, pub l i c  use,  a s  i s  
e a s i l y  demonstrated by the  cont ras t ing  use of 
old oil drums, paint cans, and s i m i l a r  con- 
t a i n e r s  f o r  the  same purpose. When the  same 
milk-can, usual ly  repain ted ,  appears a s  a 
l e t t e rbox  support i n  the  s t r e e t s  of suburbia,  
however, obviously bought f o r  the  purpose from 
a l o c a l  d a i r y ,  the  perspective changes, i n  s o  
f a r  a s  it i s  c l e a r l y  the  a e s t h e t i c  element, 
coupled with a sense of quaint  pseudorus t ic i ty ,  
which dominates over the  a l s o  present  p r a c t i c a l  
aspect .  After  a l l ,  it is  poss ib le  t o  purchase 
i tems designed pr imar i ly  a s ,  and intended t o  be ,  
mailboxes a t  no g r e a t  expense. Many people, of 
course, s t r e s s  t h i s  decorat ive function even 
fu r the r  by adding flowers t o  the  arrangement, 
j u s t  a s  flowers alone,  the  shaping of a mailbox 
a s  a miniature house, o r  t h e  addit ion o f ,  l e t  
us say,  a ploughshare, provide decorat ive 
f ea tu res  not  a t  a l l  necessary f o r  the  p r a c t i c a l  
purposes of mail  co l l ec t ion  and del ivery.  With 
regard t o  milkcans, the  next s t e p ,  t h e  commercial- 
i zed  exp lo i t a t ion  of the  phenomenon of d i s t o r t e d  
funct ion ,  i s  t h e  p l a s t i c  milkcan purchaseable 
i n  department s t o r e s  and shopping malls ,  and 
q u i t e  c l e a r l y  never intended a s  a container  of 
milk, but  only shaped l i k e  one--having,its 
funct ional  d i s t o r t i o n  b u i l t  i n  from the  s t a r t ,  
s o  t o  speak, o r  imposing i t s  shape without any 
compelling p r a c t i c a l  reason on what is ,  under 
these new circumstances, i t s  primary funct ion ,  
t h a t  is t o  say ,  the  support of an outs ide  
l e t t e rbox  and i t s  adjustment t o  the  appropriate 
he ight  . 
A s  such p l a s t i c  milk-cans, even when f i l l e d .  
with sand o r  s tones ,  a re  however, normally too  
l i g h t  t o  serve a s  mailbox supports ,  e spec ia l ly  
i n  rough weather, they a re  more l i k e l y  t o  be 
used t o  hold flowers. A s  i n  our i n i t i a l  news- 
paper i t e m ,  many kinds of vesse l s  capable of 
containing flowers tend t o  be converted e a s i l y  
t o  such a decorat ive function.  I have seen a 
large v a r i e t y  of such conta iners ,  from disused 
cauldrons, redundant metal t roughs,  discarded 
wheelbarrows, and leaking b a r r e l s ,  t o  eccen t r i c  
t o i l e t  pedes ta ls .  The l ~ t e s t  addit ion t o  t h i s  
co l l ec t ion  of neorus t i c  showpieces t o  be d i s -  
played on one ' s  f r o n t  lawn s e e m s  t o  he the  
wishing-well complete with bucket and handle, 
never designed t o  hold water ,  t r u l y  bottomless, 
presumably a metaphor f o r  the  unconfessed 
d e s i r e s  of i t s  p ropr ie to r s ,  a s  well  a s  an 
opportunity f o r  some f l o r a l  decorat ion.  4 
Milk-cans, cau ldrons ,  wheelbarrows, and 
wel l s  a r e  t hus  n o t  only containers-- they a r e  
symbols of an e v e r  diminishing and more 
d i s t a n t  r u r a l ,  non - indus t r i a l  p a s t  t h a t  has  
become almost a "Golden Age" long gone i n  t h e  
eyes of c i t y  dwel le rs  and suburbani tes .  It 
is  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  t h e r e f o r e  t h a t  motels ,  
r e s t a u r a n t s ,  and s t o r e s  t r y  t o  l u r e  t h i s  
vaca t ion ing  spec i e s  of humankind onto  t h e i r  
premises by e x h i b i t i n g  s i m i l a r  symbols nea r  
t h e i r  en t r ances ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  on t h e i r  grounds, 
l i k e  the  plough ou t s ide  a motel,  a p a t r i o t i c -  
a l l y  decorated buggy i n  f r o n t  a s i m i l a r  
es tab l i shment ,  a fa rmer ' s  c a r t  incongruously 
serv ing  t o  i n d i c a t e  a "wholesome" gas 
s t a t i o n ,  o r  a h r i g h t l y  pa in t ed  wagon more 
appropr i a t e ly  a d v e r t i s i n g  a s t o r e  s e l l i n g  
an t iques .  Sometimes such v e h i c l e s  seem t o  
have been d e l i b e r a t e l y  p u t  ou t s ide  undis- 
t inguished  modem houses i n  o rde r  t o  
generate  an a r t i f i c i a l  f l a v o r  of an age now 
gone. In  a l l  i n s t a n c e s ,  t hese  sugges t ive  
icons  of a pre-car  e r a  a r e  a l s o  c l e a r l y  
meant t o  have p l easan t  a e s t h e t i c  appeal .  
S t ronger  i n  i ts  funct ion  a s  a reminder 
of a squandered, unrecoverable p a s t  than a l l  
t h e  m a t e r i a l  i tems l i s t e d  s o  f a r  and unending 
i n  i t s  invoca t ion  of non-urban f o l k i n e s s  and 
so-ca l led  peasant  s i m p l i c i t y ,  i s  t h e  wheel. 
Indeed, it i s  probably n o t  t o o  ex t ravagant  t o  
claim t h a t  t h e  wheel has  become t h e  suburban 
symbol of American r u s t i c i t y ,  decora t ive  i n  
i t s  smooth roundness and symmetrical r ad i -  
a t i o n  of i t s  spokes, u sua l ly  pa in t ed  i n  t h e  
innocent  white  of an un ta in t ed  p a s t .  ' Some- 
times wheels a r e  simply l e f t  s tanding  i n  
cont r ived  abandon, e i t h e r  lean ing  a g a i n s t  a 
bu i ld ing  ( s i g n i f i c a n t l y  o f t e n  a garage ! ) o r  
aga ins t  a p i l e  of s t o n e s ,  b u t  mostly they  
have been placed more d e l i b e r a t e l y  a t  t h e  end 
of a driveway o r  en t r ance ,  sometimes s i n g l y ,  
but  more o f t en  i n  p a i r s  giving v i s u a l  emphasis 
t o  an add i t iona l  l a t e r a l  symmetry, o r  r a r e l y  
i n  even l a r g e r  numbers employed a s  boundary 
markers o r  de l imi t ing  property.  Sometimes 
t h e i r  dominating decorat iveness is  a l s o  
exploi ted  funct ional ly  beyond the  mere 
marking of driveways and property l i n e s ,  i n  s o  
f a r  a s  they may serve a s  nameplates, aPvert ise-  
ments f o r  antique s t o r e s ,  and a s  ornamental 
addi t ions  t o ,  o r  supporting props o f ,  mailboxes. 
Although the  wooden cartwheel predominates, 
i ron  wheels no t  inf requent ly  serve the  same 
purpose. Sometimes, mi l l s tones  take t h e i r  
p lace ,  providing not  only acceptable stone- 
made a l t e r n a t i v e s  considered p leas ing t o  the  
eye, but  through t h e i r  connection with the  
o ther  aspects  of mi l l ing ,  t h e i r  own spec ia l  
category of pre- indust r ia l  symbolism. As abbre- 
v i a t i n g ,  perhaps even oversimplifying s igns ,  
they i n t e r p r e t ,  o r  r e i n t e r p r e t  f o r  the  d isplayer  
and the  onlooker the  perceived nature  of an age. 
Anybody wishing t o  own decorat ive wheels 
no longer has t o  go out  i n t o  t h e  country looking 
f o r  e lus ive  broken-down c a r t s  o r  d i lapidated  
sheds. S tores  i n  summer t o u r i s t  centers  w i l l  
save them t h e  t roub le ,  although not  the  expense. 
Often such s t o r e s  flisplay wheels s ide  by s i d e  
with yokes, o r  p a i r  outdoor c a r t  wheels with 
t h e i r  indoor equivalent  of t h e  age of homespun, 
spinning wheels, which themselves, a p a r t  from 
fea tur ing  a s  purely decora t ive ,  unworkable 
p ieces  of " furni ture"  i n  many pr iva te  homes, have 
become recognized symbols of t h e  less robust  
aspects  of a more l e i s u r e l y  age gone by, a t  
l e a s t  i n  the  opinion of those who buy and display  
them, regardless  of c u l t u r a l  l e v e l s .  
P r a c t i c a l  items i n  the  farmer 's  year, wheels, 
milk-cans, cauldrons, o r  ploughshares (and t h e i r  
imi ta t ions)  , have become decorat ive p ieces  
expressing t h e  fasc inat ion  and preoccupation with 
a more d i r e c t  l i n k  wi th  t h e  l i f e - g i v i n g  and 
sus t a in ing  f o r c e s  of a r u r a l  world. The c i t y -  
dweller  and t h e  suburbani te  have re invented  
the  wheel, have r ec rea t ed  it a s  an a e s t h e t i c -  
a l l y  s a t i s f y i n g  icon metaphorising a "Golden 
Age" now o u t  of t h e i r  reach--the age of t h e  
wheel and c a r t .  In  t h a t  vision--undoubtedly 
encouraged by t h e  f o l k l o r i s t - - t h e  wheel,  t h e  
cauldron,  t h e  ploughshare,  t h e  milk-can have 
become b e a u t i f u l  t h i n g s ,  t h e  wheelwright and 
t h e  blacksmith c r e a t i v e  a r t i s t s ,  neighbors  of 
t h e  p a i n t e r ,  t h e  s c u l p t o r ,  t h e  maker of 
s t a i n e d  g l a s s  windows, mighbors  a l s o  of t h e  
poe t  who s e n s i t i v e l y  and s t r a t e g i c a l l y  d i s -  
t o r t s  ord inary  prose  i n t o  e x q u i s i t e  poe t ry .  
A t  t h i s  p o i n t  cynics  may we l l  comment 
t h a t  t he  adapta t ion  of t h e  paraded d isused  
i tems of m a t e r i a l  c u l t u r e  t o  any secondary 
funct ion i s  r e a l l y  noth ing  bu t  t h e  age-old 
t h r i f t i n e s s  which r e f u s e s  t o  throw anything 
away j u s t  i n  case it might come i n  u s e f u l  
some time. A s  I s a i d  a t  t h e  beginning, I 
recognize t h i s  t r a i t  and a l s o  pe r sona l ly  
understand i t s  n e c e s s i t y ,  a s  w e l l  a s  i t s  
impact on our  l i v e s .  Never the less ,  I would 
l i k e  t o  suggest  t h a t  t h e  phenomenon t o  which 
I have t r i e d  t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  i s  incapable  
of convincing explana t ion  wi th in  such 
narrow l i m i t s  and on a pu re ly  u t i l i t a r i a n  
l e v e l .  For one t h i n g ,  we a r e  confronted wi th  
t h e  pub l i c  d i sp l ay  of t h e  i tems i n  ques t ion ,  
o f t en  i n  arrangements of d e l i b e r a t e  casual-  
ness .  I t  would be e r roneous ,  indeed mislead- 
i ng ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  simply t o  i n t e r p r e t  what I 
have c a l l e d  f o r  want of a b e t t e r  term . 
" d i s t o r t e d  func t ion"  a s  t h e  p r i v a t e  
readapta t ion  of c e r t a i n  m a t e r i a l  possess ions  
no longer  needed f o r  t h e i r  o r i g i n a l  use.  
Second, t h e r e  i s  t h e  choice of i t ems  t o  be 
considered,  s u r e l y  n o t  a r b i t r a r y  and without  
p a t t e r n .  Thi rd ,  t h e r e  is  t h e  purpose t o  
which they  a r e  put--the urge t o  be deco ra t ive  
a s  we l l  a s  p r a c t i c a l .  
I t  seems t o  be necessary t h e r e f o r e  t o  make 
y e t  another  a t tempt  a t  readdress ing  t h e  same 
ques t ion  of t h e  h a s i c  motivat ion involved i n  
such secondary, o f t e n  deco ra t ive ,  always 
d i s t o r t e d  and almost always p u b l i c  d i sp l ay  of 
m a t e r i a l  symbols of a r u r a l  p a s t  i n  an urban, 
more o f t en  than n o t  suburban, ~ e t t i n g . ~  AS I 
s e e  it--and I do n o t  t h i n k  I am hype r sens i t i ve  
i n  t h i s  r e s p e c t  o r  over- interpretat ive--we a r e  
encounter ing he re  no t  s o  much a n o s t a l g i c ,  bu t  
an a c c i d e n t a l  p re se rva t ion  of t h e  outda ted ,  a s  
a p l a y f u l  b u t  d e l i b e r a t e  i n fus ion  of t h e  ana- 
c h r o n i s t i c  i n t o  a contemporary o r  "modem" con- 
t e x t .  Presumably one of t h e  major reasons f o r  
t h i s  backward-looking conservat ion i s  a d i s t r u s t  
of innovat iona l  change, caused by a d i s a b l i n g  
sense of d i s l o c a t i o n  from reas su r ing  h a b i t  and 
f r i e n d l y  h a b i t a t .  In o t h e r  words, what on t h e  
su r f ace  looks l i k e  p r a c t i c a l  an t iquar ian ism is 
r e a l l y  t h e  r e c r e a t i o n  of a phantom p a s t ,  by 
people who can a f f o r d  t o  do s o ,  i n  a complete 
r e v e r s a l  of economic neces s i ty .  The i n a b i l i t y  
t o  come t o  terms wi th  t h e  p r e s e n t  i s  t r a n s l a t a  
on t h e  one hand, i n t o  a subconscious, f a i r l y  
r e s t r a i n e d ,  seemingly sporadic ,  l igh t -hear ted  
but  s e r i o u s  a s s a u l t  on t h e  newfangled menace of 
contemporariness,  and, on t h e  o t h e r ,  i n t o  an 
almost macabre love a f f a i r  wi th  t h e  romanticized 
days gone by. Dis l ike  o f ,  disappointment wi th  
the  p re sen t ,  i n a b i l i t y  t o  cope r e s u l t  i n  a 
yearning f o r  a touch of pa rad i se ,  f o r  a glimpse 
of Eden before  t h e  F a l l .  
I am t h e r e f o r e  i n c l i n e d  t o  see i n  many of 
t h e s e  i t e m s  n o t  s o  much an escape from an 
undes i rab le  modernity a s  a reaching out t o  
recapture  a k inder  s o c i a l  c l ima te ,  an a n c e s t r a l  
atmosphere, an at tempt  t o  r e l e a s e  p a s t  goodness 
i n  o r d e r  t o  r e v i t a l i z e  and harness  it a s  an 
i n f l u e n t i a l  i ng red ien t  of t h e  prepos terous ,  
unprepossessing present .  A s  a ba r r i cade  of 
emblematic symbols t o  w a r d  o f f  d e s t r u c t i v e  
f o r c e s  (wheels a s  boundary markers!) ,  as hex 
s i g n s  t o  charm t h e  powers of l e v e l i n g  and de- 
i n d i v i d u a l i z a t i o n ,  t hey  a r e ,  a s  it were, o u t -  
c r i e s  of bewildered f o l k  t r y i n g  t o  impose a 
mistaken b u t  compellingly t e x t u r e d  mode of 
r u r a l  c i v i l i t y  on a suburban wi lderness .  When 
the  extended pa th  from t h e  p a s t  t o  t h e  p r e s e n t  
is  seen a s  t h e  fragmentat ion of o r i g i n a l  
wholeness, an eve r  i nc reas ing  d e t e r i o r a t i o n  of 
va lues ,  accompanied by t h e  l o s s  of v i t a l  
substance through b r u t a l i z i n g  i n d u s t r i a l i z a -  
t i o n  and t h e  urban cheapening of human worth,  
then t h i s  genuinely d e s i r e d  bu t  neve r the l e s s  
p a t h e t i c  r e t u r n  t o  what is  imagined t o  have 
been bu t  never  was becomes, i n  my view, q u i t e  
understandable.  There i s  v e r b a l l y  i n a r t i c u l a t e  
envy here  which t r i e s  t o  become v i s u a l l y  and 
t ang ib ly  a r t i c u l a t e .  I n  a modern, t h r e a t e n i n g  
world of s p l i n t e r i n g ,  f r a c t u r e ,  humi l i a t i on ,  a 
b lu r r ed  v i s i o n  can e a s i l y  focus on no more than  
the  blemishes on a bespa t t e r ed  innocence, and 
one can r e i n t e r p r e t  t h e  p a s t  as a t ime before  
t h e  prof i t - insp i red . ,  r e f r a c t o r y  d e f l e c t i o n  of 
a n a t u r a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  t h e  p l e a s a n t  and of  
an easy app l i ca t ion  of t h e  p l e a s i n g ,  when now 
the re  a r e  only  t h e  awkward wrenchings of 
func t iona l  beauty.  
I t  i s  q u i t e  un l ike ly  t h a t  a l l  t h e s e  
f a c t o r s  a r e  p re sen t  i n  t h e  background of our  
phenomenon a l l  t h e  t ime; it is even l e s s  l i k e l y  
t h a t  they  a r e  always consciously acknowledged 
o r  brought t o  l i g h t  i n  r a t i o n a l  r e f l e c t i o n ,  b u t  
it seems t o  make sense t h a t ,  i n  t h e  process  of  
r e i n t e g r a t i n g  t h e  broken, reminders,  mementos, 
symbols of an age of innocent  and b e a u t i f u l  
completeness (white wheels!) should be d i s -  
played i n  f r o n t  of suburban v i l l a s  and 
bungalows, a cogn i t i ve  and e x i s t e n t i a l  icon- 
ography deployed a s  a counter-measure t o  t h e  
perceived i n s e n s i t i v e  rape  of t h e  uner r ingly  
wholesome. Other m a t e r i a l  i tems d isp layed  i n  
s i m i l a r  p l a c e s  i n  a s i m i l a r  f a sh ion ,  while  
performing t h e  same t a s k  l e s s  c e n t r a l l y  and 
l e s s  fo rce fu l ly ,  a re  nevertheless t e l l i n g l y  re -  
inf  orcing such endeavors. 
Although most t ang ib le  and v i s i b l e  i n  
the  realm of t h e  mater ia l  aspects  of cu l tu re ,  
the  phenomenon of "d i s to r t ed  function" i s  of 
course, by no means confined t o  those aspects .  
We can only,  i n  t h i s  context ,  h i n t  a t  a few 
non-material examples: the  waulking song, t h e  
spinning song, t h e  milking song, the  bu t t e r -  
making song, t h e  rowing song, the  sea  shanty 
have long become songs of entertainment only, 
without any connection with the  kind of work 
which they used t o  he lp  along o r  made poss ib le  
by t h e i r  rhythm, melodic shape, and t e x t u a l  
contents.  The women f u l l i n g  t h e  c lo th  have 
turned i n t o  an  audience perhaps joining i n  the  
chorus. O r ,  without subscribing t o  the  view 
t h a t  a l l  f o l k t a l e s  a r e  broken-down myths, 
mythological t a l e s  have of ten  become mere 
n a r r a t i v e s ,  devoid of t h e i r  pedagogical func- 
t i o n  and cosmological framework. Life-giving 
o r  destroying incanta t ions  have been turned 
i n t o  m e r e  sayings o r  ch i ld ren ' s  jump rope 
rhymes, seasonal  r e l i g i o u s  customs i n t o  
ges tures  of e t h n i c i t y ,  r i t e s  of passage i n t o  
c e r t i f i c a t e s  and diplomas. 
There i s  no reason why such transforma- 
t i o n s  s h o u l ~ ~ .  be viewed with devolutionary 
despai r ,  a s  long a s  the  f a c t  i s  recognized 
t h a t  i n  addi t ion  t o  the  v e r t i c a l  movement of 
items from c u l t u r a l  l e v e l  t o  c u l t u r a l  l e v e l ,  
both up and down, and i n  addi t ion  a l s o  t o  the  
various phases and s t r a t e g i e s  of folk- 
accul tura t ion  making hor izon ta l  i n t e r c u l t u r a l  
d i f fus ion  poss ib le ,  there  i s  an in t ra - f  olk- 
c u l t u r a l  process which through the  phenomenon 
of l a t e r a l  funct ional  d i s t o r t i o n  not  only 
prevents  the  ext inc t ion  o r  obsolescence of 
items of f o l k l i f e  but  a l s o  changes them i n t o  
something new an2 d i f f e r e n t ,  t h e  milk-can i n t o  
a l e t t e r b o x  support,  t he  cauldron i n t o  a flower- 
p o t ,  t h e  b a t h t u b  i n t o  a garden s h r i n e ,  t h e  myth 
i n t o  a f o l k t a l e ,  t h e  wheel i n t o  a f o l k  icon.6  
The sooner  we examine, a n a l y z e ,  and unders tand  
t h i s  p r o c e s s ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  t h e  s u r v i v a l  o f  
f o l k  i t e m s  i n  seemingly d y s f u n c t i o n a l  c o n t e x t s ,  
t h e  sooner  w e  w i l l  know why s o  much f o l k 1  i f e  i s  
s t i l l  a l i v e  t o d a y ,  when o t h e r w i s e  it would have 
been no  more t h a n  c u l t u r a l  s c r a p .  
1 f i r s t  offered a preliminary paper m t h i s  subject  a t  
the Annual m e t i n g  of t he  American Folklore Society a t  
Portland, Oregon, i n  1974. Since then,  I have ta lked 
about the top ic  m many occasiars ,  formally and informally. 
lk present  a r t i c l e  is therefore  the  r e s u l t  of a long 
process  of d iscuss ion and ccaacnt.  
See, f o r  example, Geoffrey Leech, A Linguis t ic  Guide t o  
English Patry (London: Longman, 1969) . 
They would therefore  s a t i s f y  Henry Glas s i e ' s  dictum t h a t  
.the a r t i f a c t  . . . simultaneously gives  pleasure  and serves  
s c r  p r a c t i c a l  s o c i a l  o r  eccnmic  end" ("Folk A r t ;  in 
Folklore and Polkl i fe :  In t roduct ion,  ed. Richard n. 
--- 
Dorsm [micago: univers i ty  of Chicago Press ,  19722, p. 253). 
RK sa re  sywbolisr. can. however, be found elsewhere. I have 
much mater ia l ,  f o r  example, from Br i t a in ,  Germany, and Fin- 
land,  but I have never seen any i l l u s t r a t i o n s  i n  p r i n t .  
George Evart Evans has  t h e  following observation in  h i s  
book The Pat tern  under t he  Plough (London: Faber c Paber, 
1966). v i t h  r a g s d  t o  East Anglia: "I have no t i ced  t h a t  more 
of t h e  o l d  farm t o o l s  and the  domestic equipment associa ted 
v i t h  t he  Lormpr cu l tu re  have been kept and adapted t o  
secondary uses i n  those a reas  bordering t h e  tms than i n  
t he  i so l a t ed  d i s t r i c t s  vhere change was delayed even t o  a s  
l a t e  as t he  Secmd World War, but havlng a r r ived  was quicker 
and l o r e  ccmplete. (p. 256). 
After  t h i s  paper had been canpleted, my a t t en t ion  w a s  
drawn t o  a b r i e f  a r t i c l e  i n  Schonere Heimat: man des 
Bayerischen Ladewereins fiir Heimatpflege, Heft 4/77 (Nunich, 
1977):452-54. Under t h e  heading "Der Unflug m i t  dem Wagen- 
rad . . .' (The Abuse of t he  Wagon Wheel . . .)  , the author, 
Rudclf S e i t z ,  comes t o  s imi l a r  conclusions with regard t o  
t h e  wheel a s  a decorative item. He does, hwever ,  do tvo  
th ings  which I have t r i e d  t o  avoid. On t he  m e  hand, he 
makes an a e s t h e t i c  value judgment and declares  such 
decorat ions  t o  be in  "ha? t a s t e " ;  on the  o the r ,  he 
general izes  t he  symbolism of t he  wheel beyond i t s  inauediate 
context and, p a r t i a l l y  following C. G.  Jung, considers the  
p o s s i b i l i t y  of its represent ing the  notion of a "divine 
sun. * 
As a p o s t s c r i p t ,  here  is another news item from the  
York T i z s ,  t h i s  time of 25 July  1974: 
LONWN (UP11 - The firm of Anne Hugessen, makers of 
chas t i t y  b e l t s  has been placed i n t o  l iquidat ion by 
its c red i to r s .  - O f f i c i a l s  s a id  the  company's f a i l u r e  
had nothing t o  do with t h e  so-called permissive e ra .  
- Hugessen's b e l t s  have i n  recent  years more o f t en  
been used a s  i ce  buckets and p l an t  holders than f o r  
the  purpose fo r  which they were designed i n  medieval 
t i pes .  - In f a c t ,  Prince Charles bought two b e l t s  
l a s t  year t o  use a s  t o i l e t - r o l l  holders ,  a  spokesman 
f o r  the  company sa id .  - The b e l t s  a r e  exported t o  
2 7  d i f f e r e n t  countr ies  - including the  Virgin Is lands  
- and the  biggest  buyer were Americans, the  firm sa id .  
Obviously, t he re  is a  l i m i t  t o  what t he  process of 
d i s t o r t e d  function can do f o r  t he  su rv iva l  of an item--at 
l e a s t  with regard t o  c h a s t i t y  be l t s1  
